The social and vocational outcome of spinal cord injury patients.
Functional status, perception of adjustment, occupational outcome and social functioning were investigated in a group of spinal cord injury (SCI) patients (mean age 34, range 10-74 years) seen at a specialised spinal unit over the period January 1984-December 1988. Functional status was assessed using a standardised scale measuring patients' performance of specific tasks, and other measures of outcome were investigated by a structured interview. Almost two thirds (68%) of the patients were independent according to the standardised scale (33% quadriplegic and 84% paraplegic). Patients' autonomy appeared to be threatened by architectural barriers in and about the house: approximately one third (34%) of those classified as 'independent' on the standardised rehabilitation scale used needed some help in their everyday life. A negative occupational outcome emerged: compared to the pre-morbid situation, 43 patients (44%) were worse off; 48 (49%) did not experience substantial changes--though it must be noted that 68% of these (33/48) were virtually unemployed (ie student, home maker, retired, unemployed) before the injury; and for 6 (7%) some improvement took place. With a multivariate analysis age was the only statistically significant predictor of poor occupational outcome, with older patients being worse off irrespective of the extent of disease and functional autonomy. The paper discusses these results and stresses the need for integrating results based on the use of standardised rehabilitation scales with the analysis of potential barriers influencing a patient's ability to exploit his/her autonomy.